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Stress

How Do Accountants Cope with Stress?
By Michael C. Campbell, Joanne B. Sheridan, and Kathleen Q. Campbell
Job-related stress is a significant
and costly problem in American
society. Both medical and
behavioral research has shown that
stress, at least in part, contributes
to the incidences of high blood
pressure, stroke, mental illness and
heart disease, which are major
causes of premature death in the
United States. Losses from stressrelated physical illnesses are
estimated at $60 billion annually
[Greenwood and Greenwood, 1980]
and organizational losses from lack
of effectiveness and efficiency due
to stress cost the United States
approximately $150 billion per
year [Gaertner and Ruhe, 1981].
Traditionally, accounting is
considered to be a high-stress
profession. In part, this is due to
the increased work demands placed
on accountants during tax season.
Working excessive hours has been
associated with coronary heart
disease morbidity and mortality
through studies by House [1974]
and Jenkins [1971]. In 1958,
Friedman, Rosenman, and Carroll
studied the effect of occupational
stress on serum cholesterol levels of
a group of accountants during tax
season. Their findings indicated
that the accountants experienced
higher levels of cholesterol during
the time of maximum occupational
stress and lower levels at times of
minimal stress. Thus, it was
demonstrated that working long
hours under severe time constraints
contributed to an increase in serum
cholesterol levels, a condition that
is closely linked with heart disease.
During the past several years,
the National Institute for
Occupational Safety and Health
has conducted research to identify
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stress and its psychological impact
on twenty-three specific
occupations. In part, its report
indicated significant differences in
reported diseases in the occupations
studied. In particular, accountants
were the fourth leading group in
reported cardiovascular disease
rates, after tool and die makers,

Respondents do
perceive increased
stress during tax
season. . .
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family physicians and
administrative professors. This
finding becomes even more
significant in light of the fact that
the mean age for accountants (39)
was 10 years lower than for the
other three groups [Caplan, et al.,
1980].
The above findings would
indicate a need to be aware of the
stress consequences of the tax
season, a time when the accountant
is most vulnerable to stress and its
related diseases. The purpose of
this article is to explore job-related
stress perceived by tax preparers
and their adaptive behavior to this
stress.
Since the peak work period for
tax accountants is from January 1
through April 15, it would be
expected that perceived stress
would increase substantially
during that time. In order to test
this hypothesis and to see how
accountants react to stress, a
questionnaire was developed and
distributed to 250 participants of
the 1985 Tax Practitioner Institute
in Billings, Montana, held in
November 1985. In addition to
demographic data, the
questionnaire requested
information on the respondents’
perceptions of job-related stress
and the coping methods used to
deal with stress.
A total of 221 responses were
received from the participants.
Results

Table 1 summarizes the
demographic information of the
respondents. The graphs
summarize the responses to two
questions:

1. Is the work week in excess of
50 hours?
2. Is stress a serious or very
serious problem?
One section of the survey allowed
participants to list ways they
attempted to reduce stress during
tax season. Over 142 methods were
given. The most frequently
mentioned techniques included
taking breaks and time off (27%),
exercise (19%), spending time in
recreational activities (17%), and
better organization and time
management (12.5%).
Overwhelmingly, the individuals
who attempted to reduce stress
through these techniques felt that
they were successful.
The final section of the survey
requested information on various
behaviors which people typically

use to try to handle stress. Positive
behaviors include eating three
nutritious meals a day, exercising
on a regular basis, using a
relaxation technique and spending
time with significant others (e.g.
family and friends). Although these
behaviors are more difficult to
initiate, they often have a positive
long-range impact. Negative
techniques used to combat stress
include smoking, drinking alcohol
or caffeinated coffee, and snacking.
These items sometimes offer short
term relief but have a negative
impact over the long run [Adams,
1980; Jaffe and Scott, 1984]. Table
2 summarizes these findings. Many
behaviors are not significantly
different during tax season than at
other times of the year, such as
smoking, eating three nutritious

About 23% of the
respondents felt that
stress was a serious
problem during this
time, compared to 8%
at other times.
meals per day, and drinking
alcohol and/or caffeinated coffee.
On the other hand, snacking
increased and using a relaxation
technique, exercising and spending
time with significant others
decreased.

Table 1 — Demographics
Male

Female

Total

110

111

*221

43

39

41

3. Occupation
a) Tax Preparer
b) Public Accountant
c) Certified Public Accountant
d) Attorney
e) Banker/Financier
f) Other
Total

16
10
60
4
4
16
110

36
20
35
19
110

52
30
95
4
4
35
*220

4. Position
a) Staff
b) Senior
c) Manager
d) Partner/Owner
Total

16
6
11
73
106

64
7
6
30
107

80
13
17
103
*213

1. Sex
2. Average Age

*Total responses vary since some respondents failed to
answer some questions.

The Woman CPA, July 1988/5

Stress

The findings for the overall
group seem to support the
following statements:
• Respondents do perceive
increased stress during tax
season as would be expected by
the longer hours and frenzied
pace of tax season. About 23% of
the respondents felt that stress
was a serious problem during
this time, compared to 8% at
other times.

• Only about half of the people in
this study (120/221) take specific
steps to try to reduce stress
during tax season, but of this
group nearly all feel that the

steps they take are successful.
• Ways of coping with stress
which are considered negative
do not change substantially
during tax season. However, the
use of two positive techniques for
reducing stress (regular exercise
and time spent with others)
declines significantly.

Conclusions

1. While stress and stress-related
disease are significant problems
for accountants, tax preparers
appear to do little to combat the
problem by utilizing effective
stress-coping strategies during

Is stress a serious or
very serious problem?
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While stress and
stress-related disease
are significant
problems for
accountants, tax
preparers appear to
do little to combat the
problem. . .
their most stressful time of the
year, the tax season.
Accountants fail to increase

Table 2 — Coping With Stress
Other
Times

Tax
Season

%
Change

Positive:
1. Eat 3 nutritious meals

105

106

1%

2. Exercise regularly

105

87

-17%

3. Use a relaxation technique (i.e.,
meditation)

57

53

-7%

4. Hours per week spent with
significant others

36

25

-30.6%

Negative:
5. Smoking
a) Number who smoke
b) Cigarettes smoked per day

47
27

49
27

4%
-

6. Alcohol consumption
a) Number who drink
b) Ounces consumed per day

140
8

139
8

-.7%
-

7. Drink caffeinated coffee
a) Number of coffee drinkers
b) Cups consumed per day

144
5

146
5

1.4%
-

8. Snacking

139

150

7.9%

their use of positive ways to
combat stress and/or decrease
their negative stress-reducing
behaviors during tax season. In
fact, they substantially decrease
their use of two positive
techniques for reducing stress:
exercise and time spent with
significant others.
2. Accountants do perceive an
increase in their job stress
during tax season. However,
given the mortality data
indicating risk of heart disease
and possible premature deaths
caused substantially by stressrelated illnesses, and the fact
that the effects of stress are
cumulative, accountants
probably underestimate the
seriousness of their stress
problem.

According to Parkinson, the
workplace represents an ideal place
for the implementation of health
promotion and disease prevention
programs. Work-based programs
have access to large numbers of
people and facilitate participation
among individuals who have family
and community commitments
which compete for attention
[Parkinson, 1982]. Acceptance and
encouragement of stress-reducing
practices, such as relaxation
techniques and exercise during the
work day, are vital. Scheduling
these activities in work settings
should help the individual focus on
actions that can be taken to reduce
stress and improve health.
Reductions in work load and
rearranging schedules to spread
out stressful assignments might
also be helpful.

Jaffe, Dennis T., Ph.D., and Cynthia D.
Scott, Ph.D., From Burnout to
Balance (San Francisco: McGrawHill, 1984).
Jenkins, C.D.P., “Psychologic and
Social Precursors of Coronary
Disease,” New England Journal of
Medicine (February 1971), pp. 244255.
Parkinson, R., Managing Health
Promotion in the Workplace:
Guidelines for Implementations and
Evaluation (California: Mayfield,
1982).

Recommendations

Accountants may think that they
are handling stress properly, but
many may not be, and the
consequences can be serious. An
effective plan to combat the
problem might include an
educational program designed to
acquaint the accountant with the
long-term effects of stress and how
to cope positively and effectively
with stress. Since techniques for
coping with stress can only work if
effectively utilized and then only to
a certain degree, changes in the
attitudes and operations of
accounting firms may also be
necessary.

. . . accountants
probably
underestimate the
seriousness of their
stress problem.

REFERENCES
Adams, John O., Understanding and
Managing Stress: A Workbook in
Changing Life Styles (California:
University Associates, 1980).
Caplan, R. D., J.R.P. French, Jr., R. Van
Harrison and S. R. Pinneau, Job
Demands and Worker Health: Main
Effects and Occupational
Differences (Michigan: The
University of Michigan, 1980).
Friedman, Meyer, M.D., Ray H.
Rosenman, M.D., and Vernice
Carroll, “Changes in the Serum
Cholesterol and Blood Clotting Time
in Men Subjected to Cyclic Variation
of Occupational Stress,” Circulation
(May 1958), pp. 852-861.
Gaertner, James F., and John A. Ruhe,
“Job-Related Stress in Public
Accounting,” Journal of
Accountancy (June 1981), pp. 68-74.
Greenwood, J. and J. Greenwood, Jr.,
Managing Executive Stress (New
York: Wiley Publishing Company,
1980).
House, J. S., “Occupational Stress and
Coronary Heart Disease: A Review
and Theoretical Integration,” Journal
of Health and Social Behavior
(March 1974), pp. 12-27.

MATERNITY FASHIONS
Softly tailored suitdressing, classic suits, con
temporary sportswear, and elegant dresses for a
great image during pregnancy and afterwards.
Catalog with swatches and fit guide $3,
refundable with order. Visit our stores in:
Atlanta, Arlington Hts., IL, Baltimore, Boston, Charlotte,
NC, Chicago, Cleveland, Costa Mesa, CA, Dallas, Denver,
Fair Oaks Mall, VA, Fort Lauderdale, Harrisburg, PA,
West Hartford, CT, Houston, King of Prussia, PA,
Los Angeles, Minneapolis, New Orleans, New York,
Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, St. Louis, San Diego, San
Francisco, Stamford, CT, Stanford, CA, Washington,
D.C. Telephone 215-625-0151. 1309 Noble Street,

5th Floor, Dept. W08G, Phila., PA. 19123.

The Woman CPA, July 1988/7

